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Abstract: This study advocates for a review of Nigeria’s foreign policy from 
its afro-centric posture in response to the recent xenophobic attacks in South 
Africa. The xenophobic attacks in South Africa have drawn the focus of state 
and non-state actors in the international system. Among other nationals, the 
attacks in South Africa have been against Nigerians. A total of 121 Nigerians 
have been killed since February 2016. Nigeria’s response to these attacks 
have been conservative and more declaratory than retaliatory, casting her as a 
weak country in the realm of international politics. This study makes use of 
secondary data from academic journals, books and newspapers. The study 
also adopts political realism as its theoretical framework. This study takes the 
position that Nigeria’s foreign policy should be reviewed from her afrocentric 
posture, to gaurantee the protection of her interests specifically the lives of 
her citizens in diaspora.  
Keywords: Afro-Centrism; Foreign Policy Nigeria; South Africa; 
Xenophobia 
 
Introduction 
The concept of foreign policy is 
ascribed great significance and is an 
essential characteristic of States. 
Waltz argues that the existence of a 
state necessitates the existence of a 
foreign policy particular to that state 
through which such an entity will 
speak with a single voice (Waltz, 
2001:179) (Cited in Erbaş, 2013). 
States in the domain of international 
politics possess certain policies that 
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help guide their interactions with 
other actors in the foray of world 
politics. Foreign policies usually 
encompass outlined objectives which 
are aimed at managing resources to 
engender profitable outcomes 
(Rolenc, 2013). Nigeria’s foreign 
policy has in past and recent times 
pronounced an afro-centric posture in 
diverse issues in world politics. A 
pointer to this fact is captured in 
Nigeria’s foreign policy principles 
and national interest which surround 
areas such as regional integration in 
West Africa and Africa, non-
interference in the domestic affairs of 
States, African unity and 
independence, peaceful resolutions of 
conflicts and so on (Ezirim, 2011). In 
support of this argument, Iganga 
(2013) further reiterates that the 
nation’s foreign policy has birthed the 
advocacy for issues at no benefit to 
herself. This has in diverse ways 
amounted to inestimable contributions 
to Africa. One of the notable 
contributions made by Nigeria as a 
result of her afro-centric foreign 
policy is her struggles against the state 
policy of apartheid as entrenched in 
South Africa by the minority Dutch 
Boers beginning from 1948 
(Danfulani, 2014) 
In recent times, the term Xenophobia 
has garnered attention in the 
international system, particular among 
African States, owing to the killings 
perpetrated by South Africans against 
non-nationals (Fayomi, Chidozie, & 
Ayo, 2015). Through diverse efforts, 
several scholars have established why 
these killings are committed. Fayomi, 
Chidozie and Ayo (2015) establish 
that recurring decimals of 
unemployment and poverty among 
South Africans have given rise to fear 
of competition from more educated 
foreigners who might eventually 
replace the lesser equipped and 
educated South Africans. On the other 
hand, Harris (2002) explains that the 
xenophobic attacks in South Africa 
can be attributed to a deep sense of 
anger that arises over deprivation of 
basic amenities and needs left 
unsatisfied. Recent attacks 
particularly in 2015, were incited by 
the words of the Zulu king (Babalola, 
2017). King Godswill Zwelithini was 
quoted saying “immigrants should 
pack their bags and leave” (Mhlongo, 
2015) (cited in (Mkandawire, 
2015:193). 
Nigerians have however not been 
spared in the recent spate of 
xenophobic attacks which have taken 
the lives of many and at the same time 
caused the destruction of businesses 
and private properties belonging to 
non-nationals including Nigerians. 
David (2018) asserts that, since 
February 2016, a total of 121 
Nigerians have been killed as a result 
of xenophobic attacks. On January 21 
2018, 14 Nigerians were arrested and 
detained after protesting the incessant 
killings of Nigerians.  
Juxtaposing the xenophobic attacks 
against Nigerians in South Africa with 
Nigeria’s afro-centric foreign policy 
which birthed support for the anti-
apartheid struggle raises questions 
about the relevance of Nigeria’s afro-
centric foreign policy. To this end, 
this paper makes an argument in 
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support of rethinking Nigeria’s 
African centred foreign policy.   
This work is arranged into five 
sections. The first section is the 
introduction. The second section 
reviews relevant literature. The third 
section presents the realist theory as 
the theoretical framework of the 
study. The fourth section argues for 
the rethinking of Nigeria’s afro-
centric foreign policy. The fifth 
section offers conclusions and 
recommendations.  
 
Research Methodology  
This study is qualitative in nature and 
makes use of secondary sources of 
data which include: books, academic 
journals, magazines, newspapers and 
online sources. The research does not 
employ quantitative analysis. The 
study makes use of a theory of 
international relations specifically 
political realism as revised from 
available literatures to analyse the 
relationships between the independent 
and dependent variables. The 
independent variable in this study is 
the xenophobic attacks in South 
Africa while the dependent variable in 
this work is Nigeria’s foreign policy.  
 
Literature Review 
The Concept of Xenophobia 
Xenophobia is a social phenomenon 
with political significance. This is as a 
result of the fact that it embodies 
hatred and fear of foreigners and 
indirectly influences the policies of 
government. As a concept however, 
the term xenophobia is bereft of a 
singular definition. This is no fault of 
the concept but due to the various 
submissions of scholars. In defining 
the term, Fayomi, Chidozie and Ayo 
(2015) attempt a dichotomization. The 
term xenophobia is of Greek origins 
made up of two terms, xenos 
translated to mean “stranger” or 
“foreigner” and phobos translated to 
mean “fear”. Hence xenophobia to 
Fayomi et al (2015) suggests a fear or 
dislike of foreigners. Harris (2002) 
explains xenophobia as a negative 
attitude stemming from dislike, hatred 
or fear. Solomon and Haigh (2009) 
explain xenophobia as the fear or 
hatred of foreigners leading to 
discriminatory behaviours including 
violence. The term xenophobia can 
also be explained as “the deep dislike 
of non-nationals by nationals of a 
recipient state” (Bekker 2010:127) 
(cited in Hågensen, 2014:1). Saleh 
(2015) explains the term xenophobia 
as hate and violence premised on 
prejudiced discourses, leading to the 
stigmatization of people based on 
nationality. Hence xenophobia can be 
explained as the exhibition of hatred 
or dislike for people of other 
nationalities, through violence, 
sabotage, looting, etc. Xenophobia is 
however not limited to violence 
against immigrants and non-nationals. 
It could also be portrayed in other 
forms including exploitation, looting, 
property destruction and verbal abuse. 
In highlighting its characteristics, the 
phenomenon of xenophobia can be 
linked to the philosophies of 
nationalism and ethnocentrism which 
highlight the belief in the superiority 
of one’s country or ethnicity over 
another (licata & Klein, 2002; 
Schirmer, 1998) (cited in Yakushko, 
2009). In support of this argument, 
Watts (1996) (cited in Yakushko, 
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2009) suggests that the chances of 
xenophobia is hightened when 
ethnocentrism connects with a sense 
of threat as a result of the presence of 
a non-national resulting in prejudice. 
An example of such is holding 
foreigners or non-nationals 
responsible for the prevalent levels of 
unemployment.  
 
The Concept of Foreign Policy 
The quest of a nation to pronounce 
and actualise its interests and 
objectives within the purview of the 
international system makes necessary 
the phenomenon of foreign policy. 
Foreign policy  also aids a state in 
choosing its allies and maintaining 
international political and economic 
relations that are advantageous to its 
development. However, within the 
field of social science, concepts such 
as foreign policy do not have a 
singular or universal definition. This 
is due to definitions offered by 
scholars from different viewpoints. 
Foreign policy can be explained as the 
category of policy that deals with a 
nations defence, economy, 
international political and economic 
relations in the international system. 
According to Frankel (1978:26-27) 
(cited in Ezirim, 2011) foreign policy 
referes to “a range of actions, as well 
as a set of principles influencing these 
actions, taken with reference to 
external situations and factors”. To 
Adeniji (1968:15) the term foreign 
policy denotes a “projection of the 
country’s national interest into the 
trans-national arena, and the 
consequent interaction of one with the 
other”. Foreign policy serves as a 
bridge between the domestic politics 
of a State and the arena of world 
politics (Evans and Newnham, 1999) 
(cited in Rolenc, 2013). To Iganga 
(2013), foreign policy beyond crafted 
objectives interests and principles, is 
the process which a state applies 
elements of national power for the 
projection of national interest on the 
stage of international politics.  
 
Nigeria’s Foreign Policy 
Nigeria’s foreign policy can be 
explained as the set of principles 
guiding her actions taken during her 
interactions with foreign powers. 
Origins of Nigeria’s foreign policy 
can be traced to the colonial epoch in 
her history. During this period, the 
formation of Nigeria’s foreign policy 
was the perogative of Her Majesty’s 
government in Great Britain. 
Invariably, the decision of the British 
government concerning Nigeria’s 
interactions with the international 
system formed Nigeria’s foreign 
policy. An indeginous foreign policy 
for Nigeria was formed after 
independence in October 1960. 
Nigeria’s foreign policy during the 
early days of her independence was 
crafted with specific focus on Africa 
and still retains this focus even in 
current times. In his speech at the 
United Nations, Nigeria’s first Prime 
Minister, Tafawa Balewa highlighted 
reasons for specific focus on Africa:  
So far, I have concentrated on 
the problems of Africa. Please 
do not think that we are not 
interested in the problems of 
the rest of the world: We are 
intensely interested in them and 
hope to be allowed to assist in 
finding solutions to them 
through this organization, but 
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being human we are naturally 
concerned first with what 
affects our immediate 
neighbourhood (Afinotan, 
2015:167).  
From the preceding, it can be 
explained that the Afrocentric nature 
of Nigeria’s foreign policy is 
attributed to finding solutions to 
Africa’s problems which were 
prevailent at the time. A significant 
issue confronting Africa was 
colonialism as some African countries 
had not attained independence.  
As a result, Nigeria’s foreign policy 
was crafted inculcating the following 
principles: non alignment, legal 
equality of all States, non 
interference, mulitaleral diplomacy, 
afrocentricism (Olusanya & Akindele, 
1986:3-5) (cited in Ezirim, 2011). 
Hence, the 1999 constitution of the 
Federal Republic of Nigeria in 
Section 20 asserts that: “the state shall 
promote African unity, as well as total 
political, economic, social and 
cultural liberation of Africa and all 
other forms of international 
cooperation conducive of the 
consolidation of universal peace and 
mutual respect and friendship among 
all peoples and States, and shall 
combat racial discrimination in all its 
manifestations”.  Nigeria’s foreign 
policy is guided by certain objectives 
which revolve around the sovereignty, 
integrity and development of the 
Nigerian state, liberation and unity of 
Africa, engendering corporation and 
regional integration, promotion of 
world peace and promotion of the 
principles of freedom, mutual respect 
and equality in the international 
system (Akindele & Ate, 2000) (cited 
in Ezirim, 2011). From the preceding, 
it can be firmley asserted that 
Nigeria’s foreign policy can be 
analysed through concetric circles, 
with the first and innermost circle 
being her national interests. The 
second circle represents West Africa 
and Nigeria’s contributions to the 
integration of the sub-region. The 
third circle centres on Africa and the 
fourth and outermost circle deals with 
Nigeria’s relations with the different 
countries of the world. The afore-
mentioned have guided Nigeria’s 
actions in the continent and on the 
stage of world politics. Different 
States in Africa have been 
beneficiaries of Nigeria’s afro-centric 
polity through peace keeping efforts, 
etc. Sule (2013) asserts that Nigeria 
has contributed enormous amount of 
troops as well as advisors to more 
than 40 United Nations (UN), African 
Union (AU) and Economic 
Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) missions. Amongst the 
peacekeeping efforts conducted by 
Nigeria as a result of her african 
centered foreign policy include: 
Congo from 1960-1966, Chad in 
1979, Lebanon from 1978-1983, 
Liberia in 2003, etc. Nigeria, as a 
result of her afro-centric foreign 
policy has also supported integration 
efforts in West Africa, leading to the 
creation of ECOWAS in 1975.  
Nigeria’s foreign policy possesses 
certain fundamental components 
which form a major part of its 
formation as well as its 
implementation. According to Njoku 
and Nwafor (2005), these 
fundamental components include:  
       5 
 
   Oluwaseyi Ogunnowo & Segun Joshua                                                         CUJPIA (2019) 7(1) 1-16 
 
 
URL: http://journals.covenantuniversity.edu.ng/index.php/cujpia 
 
I. The principles guiding the state 
II. The goals to achieve 
III. The means of pursuit 
 
The principles guiding the state: 
Like every other nation of the world, 
Nigeria possesses guiding laws, rules 
and regulations. These basic 
principles could also include certain 
philosophies and underlying 
ideological inclinations responsible 
for the societal construct in Nigeria. 
One of the many social and 
ideological principles that have over 
time shaped the Nigerian society. An 
instance, in Nigeria it is believed that 
Marriage is between man and woman. 
As such, there is a lot of rejection 
towards homosexuality in Nigeria. 
According to Onuche (2013:91), 
“there is a framework of ethical 
oppositions toward homosexuality in 
Nigeria”. As a result, Nigeria has 
instituted an anti-gay law that will of 
course clamp down and stop 
homosexual practices in Nigeria. This 
has to an extent has influenced 
Nigeria’s bilateral relations with the 
United States of America. The Anti-
gay law has engendered diplomatic 
rows between Nigeria and the United 
States and other western powers  
The Goals to Achieve: Apart from 
the basic principles guiding the 
Nigerian state, one of the fundamental 
components of Nigeria’s foreign 
policy are the different goals it aims 
to achieve. These goals usually centre 
on and are built around Nigeria’s 
national interests. An example of such 
goals is the promotion of national 
interest as espoused in the 1999 
Constitution of the Federal Republic 
of Nigeria. Although this objective of 
Nigeria’s foreign policy seems 
ambiguous as it does not articulate 
what exactly are Nigeria’s national 
interest, Ade-Ibijola (2013) explains 
that Nigeria’s national interests 
basically refer to the general 
economic wellbeing of the country. 
Succinctly, the foreign policy 
objective of promoting and protecting 
Nigeria’s national interest is simply a 
goal of guaranteeing Nigeria’s 
economic wellbeing and prosperity.  
The Means of Pursuit: A very 
important component of Nigeria’s 
foreign policy is the available means 
of pursuit. This not only refers to the 
means of pursuing and actualising 
Nigeria’s foreign policy goals, but 
also the extent and the intensity 
involved in the pursuit of the 
actualisation of these goals. This also 
involves the establishment of foreign 
missions, recruitment of diplomatic 
staff and positioning of diplomatic 
service. The means for which a state 
like Nigeria can utilise to implement 
her foreign policy constitutes a vital 
component of her foreign policy. This 
influences her practice of diplomacy 
(Njoku and Nwafor, 2005).  
 
Theoretical Framework 
The theory adopted in analysing this 
study is political realism. In offering a 
definition of the realist paradigm or 
realism, Donnelly (2000) opines that 
as a theory, political realism explains 
that the actions of entities in the 
sphere of international politics are 
motivated by self-interests. By so 
doing, the realism upholds the belief 
that the international system is 
without a central authority. The 
realists further believe that States are 
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the principal actors in the 
international system. In such a domain 
as viewed by realism a State’s power 
and capabilites are key to achieving 
set interests and objectives. However, 
the continuous pursuit of interests by 
States, unregulated gives way for 
Anarchy in the international system 
(Slaughter, 1994). The theory of 
political realism has developed as a 
result of age long contributions made 
by scholars and Statesmen alike. In 
other words, realism is an approach to 
international relations that has 
developed through the works of 
different analysts, statesmen, 
strategists and scholars (Donnelly, 
2000).                                                                                        
Realists are of a consensus that the 
origins of the theory originated from 
the writings of Thucydides on the 
Peloponnesian War (Mosley, n.d.). In 
analysing the war between the Greek 
city States of Athens and Sparta, 
Thucydides established the 
importance of the pursuit of power 
and interest in politics. Thucydides 
pointed out that in the realm of 
politics, the strong must rule over the 
weak (Klimova, Antonow & 
Antonow, n.d.).  Machiavelli, in 
building on the works of Thucydides, 
explained that the realm of politics is 
witness to the behaviours of actors 
which are influenced majorly by self-
interest (Donnelly, 2000). In other 
words, the realm of international 
politics consists of actors that are 
motivated to act majorly by their 
interests and quest for survival. 
Thomas Hobbes building on the 
already laid foundations, made three 
assumptions: “Men are equal, they 
interact in anarchy, they are driven by 
competition, difference and anarchy” 
(Donnelly, 2000:32). In recent times, 
scholars have made contributions to 
the already existing theories of 
political realism. One of such scholars 
is Hans Morgenthau. Morgenthau 
argues that in the realm of 
international politics, for a state to 
ensure its survival, its national interest 
must be taken with utmost 
importance. That is, a state can only 
guarantee its survival if its national 
interests are achieved. Its national 
interest can only be achieved through 
the instrumentality of power (Jervis, 
1994). Kenneth Waltz however 
presented opposing arguments, by 
urging States to exercise caution in 
the pursuit of power. Waltz 
maintained that it is disadvantageous 
for States to attempt to maximize 
power as the system will inevitably 
punish them if they try to gain too 
much power (Mearsheimer, 2006).  
The theory of political realism or the 
realist paradigm possess certain 
assumptions. These include:  
1. Politics is governed by objective 
laws that have their roots in 
human nature. 
2. The main signpost that helps 
political realism to find its way 
through the landscape of 
international system is the 
concept of interest defined in 
terms of power. 
3. Power and interest are variable in 
content. 
4. Universal moral principles 
cannot be applied to the action of 
States 
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5. Political realism refuses to 
identify the moral assumptions of 
a particular nation with the moral 
laws that govern the universe 
6. The autonomy of the political 
sphere (Morgenthau, 1954:4-10) 
(cited in Donnelly, 2000). 
In employing the theory of political 
realism to the study, it is established 
that Nigeria’s foreign policy has not 
guaranteed the protection of her 
primary national interest which in this 
case refers to the lives of her nationals 
in South Africa. This goes against the 
tenets of realism which emphasise 
that the actions of state which are 
implemented through foreign policy 
in the realm of international politics 
must be geared at protecting and 
achieving set objectives and interest. 
Furthermore, operating an afro-centric 
foreign policy does not in any way 
directly guarantee the interests of 
Nigeria and also stems from a moral 
perspective to international politics. 
For instance, Nigeria’s roles in the 
anti-apartheid struggle did not directly 
guarantee the safety of Nigerians in 
South Africa. As such, Nigeria’s 
foreign policy can be classified as 
subjective and weak. To secure her 
interests in the domain of 
international politics, Nigeria’s 
foreign policy must shift from its 
complacent and subjective nature, to a 
foreign policy that aggressively seeks 
to protect her interests and objectives.  
 
Xenophobic Attacks in South 
Africa and Nigeria’s Afrocentric 
Foreign Policy 
Countries in Africa have been witness 
to the rise of xenophobia in forms of 
discrimination, violence, etc against 
foreigners.  Fayomi, Chidozie and 
Ayo (2015) point out that xenophobia 
is increasingly being potrayed in 
African States and regions from 
Kenya to the Maghreb and so on. 
However the most pronounced 
xenophobic attacks have occurred in 
South Africa against foreigners who 
include Congolese, Ethiopians, 
Malawians, Mozambicans, Somalis, 
Zimbabweans, etc (Smith, 2015). 
Despite the prominence of these 
attacks, xenophobia in South Africa is 
not of a recent origin as its 
foundations lay in the countries 
historical antecedents. South Africa's 
history is associated with the scramble 
for Africa in 1884/1885 which led to 
the advent of colonialism in the 
African continent (Mhlauli, Salani & 
Mokotedi, 2015). Prior to this 
conference, South Africa had already 
been occupied by two European 
Powers, the Netherlands (1652-1795 
and 1803-1806) and Britain (1795-
1803 and 1806-1961) (Oliver & 
Oliver, 2017). The Dutch had 
migrated into the landmass currently 
known as South Africa in 1652 and 
subsequently became known as 
Afrikaners. By 1810, the British 
began exerting authority over South 
Africa as a colony and this continued 
through the periods of the Scramble of 
Africa until 1961. By 1948 however, 
following the Second World War, The 
Nationalist Party won the general 
elections in South Africa and ruled the 
country under British supevision till 
1961 (Oliver & Oliver, 2017). In the 
year 1961, South Africa became a 
republic and three decades following 
this, the African nation witnessed 
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white Africkaner supremacy which 
was earmarked as the Apartheid era in 
South Africa. 
This period in South Africa’s history 
witnessed the deaths of thousands of 
Africans which occurred by brutal 
means (Lelyveld, 2003). According to 
HRC statistics, 21,000 South Africans 
died during the reign of apartheid, 
14,000 of which died during the 
transition period between 1990 and 
1994 (Tshabalala, 2001). Hickson and 
Kriegler (1991) also explains that 
apartheid also negatively affected the 
health of the black children in South 
Africa, leading to psychological 
disorders as a result of growing up in 
a divided society. There were also 
efforts aimed at the extensive 
exploitation of South Africa’s 
resources under white domination, the 
entrenchment of white superiority, 
deliberate exclusion of the blacks 
from the economic and legal rule. 
The apartheid regime saw 
discrimination against blacks with 
restrictions to townships with no 
apparent form of sanitation,  
electricity in combination with high 
rates of crime (chengu, 2015). This 
was coupled with the systematic 
imprisonments of African nationalists 
Such as Nelson Mandela, Steve Biko 
and so on (Beinart & Dubow, 1995). 
In essence, the apartheid regime 
glorified the importance of race in 
arrangement of society and by so 
doing,  racism and segregation were 
institutionalized. Apartheid South 
Africa also isolated itself from other 
African States.  In line with this 
argument,  De Vos (2014) points out 
that the policy of apartness from the 
rest of the African continent and from 
its people as exhibited by some South 
Africans can be partly blamed on the 
political isolation of South Africa 
during the Aparteid years. One of the 
manifestations of apartheid in South 
Africa was the unsavory 
instrumentality of immigration 
policies. Prior to the prevalence of 
democracy, the official definition of 
an immigrant was one who was “able 
to assimilate into the white 
population” (Crush, 2008). Hence, 
Africans were not considered as 
immigrants. This laid the foundation 
for the immigration act of 2002 which 
enabled draconian measures to 
regulate undocumented migration 
through the mechanism of community 
policing (Crush, 2008). As such, 
Africans from other countries were 
deemed unwanted. However this has 
not stopped or dwarfed the rates of 
immigration into South Africa. 
However foreigners who emigrated 
from their home States into South 
Africa risked being attacked as a 
resulf of this. Hence it can be asserted 
that “xenophobia in South Africa is 
rooted in the nature and character of 
apartheid and its discriminatory 
policies against the black majority 
which incidentally denied them of 
economic opportunities, ultimately 
fuelling the attitude of suspicion and 
hate for foreigners” (Fayomi et al., 
2015:8).  
Xenophobia in South Africa is 
characterized by popular sentiments 
against foreigners. As such if South 
Africans had any differences which 
led to their disunity, xenophobia aptly 
unifies them (Valji, 2003). South 
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Africans blame  foreigners for the rise 
in crime rates, the spread of HIV/ 
AIDS and other diseases (Dube, 2000) 
(cited in Valji, 2003). Among the 
different nationalities who are victims 
of this form of violence and 
discriminatory violence in South 
Africa are Nigerians.  
Below are some of the attacks against 
Nigerians in South Africa. This table 
gives details on the location of the 
attacks, the form of the attacks and the 
number of Nigerian casualties. 
In certain cases in table I, Nigerians 
were not the only nationals killed in 
the attacks. However, as a result of 
the scope of this study, only Nigerian 
casualties are recorded. Asides 
killings, the properties of Nigerians 
have also been destroyed in South 
Africa. According to the News 
Agency of Nigeria (2018), in January 
2018, four houses and shops 
belonging to Nigerians were 
destroyed. Also, certain Nigerians had 
been unlawfully arrested in South 
Africa. In February 2017, 14 
Nigerians were arrested for protesting 
the killings of fellow Nigerians as a 
result of the xenophobic attacks.  
These form of attacks have been 
studied by several scholars for the 
purpose of deducting reasons as to 
why they are perpetrated. Hågensen 
(2014:54) explains that “economic 
competition” is one of the reasons for 
violence against non-nationals in 
South Africa. South Africans who are 
without jobs feel slighted that 
foreigners are employed while they 
are left without jobs (Kerr & Durheim 
2013) (cited in Hågensen, 2014). In 
support of this argument, Harris 
(2002) suggests that foreigners are 
blamed for ongoing poverty and 
deprivation in parts of the Country. 
This is because they are viewed as 
threats to jobs, housing and health 
care. Another reason for xenophobic 
violence immigration regulation 
policies whose foundations were laid 
by the Immigrants Regulation Act of 
1913 which provided exclusion of 
undesirables (Babalola, 2017). 
Current policies on migration in South 
Africa include the Immigration Act of 
2002 and the Refugees Act of 1998 
(Department of Home Affairs, 2017).  
A fundamental cause of the 
xenophobic attacks in South Africa is 
the values attributed to race. Although 
the foundations for this were laid 
during the apartheid period, it has 
enforced differences between South 
Africans and non-nationals especially 
Nigerians. Cronje (2008) notes that 
Thabo Mbeki’s tenure as President of 
South Africa witnessed the re-
racialising of South Africa by 
assigning values to race. This in 
return repudiated Nelson Mandela’s 
efforts at improving race relations. 
This also further invigorated the 
ethnic tensions already existent in 
South Africa.  
Another factor contributing to the rise 
of xenophobic attacks against 
Nigerians in South Africa is the 
government’s hesitation in punishing 
perpetrators. “The fact that the victims 
were black, foreign, and may have 
been here without the proper 
authorisation obviously contributed to 
the police thinking that no matter 
what pain they inflicted, they would 
not be held accountable” (Handmaker 
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& Parsley, 2000:45) (cited in Valji, 
2003).  
 
Rethinking Nigeria’s Afrocentric 
Posture 
The xenophobic attacks in South 
Africa have led to the deaths of 
numerous Nigerians among other 
nationalities and the destructions of 
properties of the same. However 
juxtaposing this with Nigeria’s 
contributions to the anti-apartheid 
struggles, questions the relevance of 
her Afrocentric foreign policy. 
Nigeria was one of the frontline States 
in the struggle against apartheid in 
South Africa. Nigeria’s immense 
support for the anti-aprtheid 
strugggles in South Africa, was born 
out of the Africa centred nature of her 
foreign policy which involved the 
total independence of all African 
States from colonization. Hence, as 
she was opposed to minority rule in 
South Africa, She was radically in 
support of an African majority 
government coming to power 
(Adegunrin, 2009). In support of this 
argument, Danfulani (2014:54) asserts 
that “Nigeria led the campaign against 
apartheid at the continental and global 
levels. Nigeria mobilized sister 
nations who got self rule in the early 
sixties and at the OAU level to fight 
for freedom of blacks in Southern 
Africa”. 
One of the Major ways by which 
Nigeria fought the policy of 
“apartness” in South Africa was to 
encourage all other anti-apartheid 
countries at the time which included: 
Kenya, Liberia, Ghana, Sierra Leone, 
etc. to boycott South African 
participation in games. Africans in the 
same vein foreswore any participation 
in sports involving South Africa. In 
initiating this, Nigeria sought the 
expulsion of South Africa from 
Olympic Games Committee 
(Lawrence, 2016).  Also as a result of 
her antagonistic movement against 
apartheid, Nigeria spearheaded the 
placement of embargoes on South 
Africa under the auspices of the then-
Organisation of African Unity, 
expulsion from the Commonwealth in 
1961 and complete isolation of 
apartheid South Africa from the 
international community (Chibuzor, 
Ajah, Onyedikachi, & Chukwuma, 
2017).  
In juxtaposing Nigeria’s support for 
the emancipation of South Africa 
from forceful domination and 
segregation with the deliberate attacks 
against Nigerians in South Africa, the 
relevance of Nigeria’s afrocentric 
foreign policy is questioned. With 
Nigeria’s contributions to the 
emancipation of South Africa from 
apartheid, it was expected that Nigeria 
would be accorded her due respect as 
one of the front liners in the anti-
apartheid struggle. However with the 
killings of Nigerians in South Africa, 
Nigeria’s contributions to the 
independence of South Africa have 
been ignored. Going by the 
understanding that the purpose of 
foreign policy is to gauranty the 
achievement of certain interests of a 
state, and one of the primary interests 
of any state is the protection and 
preservation of the lives and 
properties of its citizens, Nigeria’s 
afro-centric foreign policy is not 
effective as it did not gaurantee the 
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reciprocation that she offered South 
Africa in her time of need (Erbaş, 
2013; Morgenthau, 1952). In 
February 2017, the National 
Assembly condemned the attacks 
against Nigerians in South Africa 
(Premium Times, 2017). However no 
worthwhile action has been taken 
against the South Africa, giving proof 
of irritation over the attacks. In all, 
Akinrefon, Kumolu, Oritse and Ojeme 
(2018) identify that the federal 
government’s reactions to the 
xenophobic attacks over the persistent 
killings of Nigerians has expressed 
hesitation  
Moreover, Nigeria’s foreign policy as 
it exists currently is too rigid to issues 
prevalent in the domain of 
international politics especially with 
matters relating to the xenophobic 
attacks in South Africa. The Nigerian 
government’s response has been 
conservative. The government’s 
response to the xenophobic attacks 
have been more declaratory than 
retaliatory with the condemnation of 
attacks giving the impression that She 
is asleep on her rights (Chibuzor, 
Ajah, Onyedikachi, & Chukwuma, 
2017, Eze, 2010). 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
While the xenophobic attacks in 
South Africa have claimed the lives of 
a number of Nigerians, leading to the 
deaths of 121 Nigerians. Several 
reasons have been giving for these 
xenophobic attakcs. One of the 
reasons outlined by scholars is 
economic competition from 
foreigners. Other contributing factors 
include: inimical immigration policies 
and the inaction of the government to 
punish perpetrators. Nigeria’s foreign 
policy has been characterized by 
specific focus on Africa. And this has 
encouraged her to participate in 
efforts towards regional integration, 
peacekeeping, etc. Nigeria’s 
afrocentric foreign policy posture was 
also the rationale behind her struggle 
against apartheid. However Nigeria’s 
foreign policy has over time been 
characterized as weak due to its 
declaratory stance on issues with little 
or no action. Such has been the status-
quo with respect to the xenophobic 
attacks against her citiens in South 
Africa. Nigeria’s foreign policy as 
mundane due to the fact that countries 
aided by her afrocentric foreign policy 
hardly express their gratitude.  
This paper therefore takes the position 
that Nigeria’s foreign policy of afro-
centrism should be reviewed towards 
a more declarative and affirmative 
stance on issues of importance in the 
realm of international politics. 
Nigeria’s foreign policy as reviewed 
must gaurantee and protect her 
strategic interests in the international 
system.  
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